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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Friday, March 11th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon I am interviewing Jennifer Duncan, Interim
Dean of USU Merrill-Cazier Library, and former Head of Special Collections and Archives unit.
This is another oral history interview for the Covid Collection Project.
Good afternoon Ms. Duncan.

JD:

Hello.

TW:

Could we start with you talking about how you first started your career at Utah State University,
and the various positions you’ve served in during your time here?

JD:

Yes. I came here in August 2003, with an Assistant Librarian position, in the role of Electronic
Resource Management. And from there, I’ve also served as a Collection Development Librarian,
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and the Book Curator in Special Collections, the Unit Head in Special Collections, and now the
Interim Dean of Libraries.
TW:

So, before Covid times, which would have been prior to March of 2020, what exactly were the, I
guess, the scope of work and resources that the Special Collections and Archives unit
represented?

JD:

So, a Special Collections and Archives unit in a library is charged with acquiring, curating,
describing, preserving rare and unique materials. Our collection really focuses on the
intermountain west, and you know, northern Utah. So, most of the materials there are not things
that a regular library patron would come and check out; it’s a situation where we have a closed
stacks, so patrons can’t explore the material without the mediation of a librarian or a page to pull
the material out for them. They need to (generally speaking) come into a reading room, and use
the materials there.
Our curators work with collections; they also do instruction for courses here, at Utah State
University, and they also do outreach work in our community. So, all of the things that we do are
very person-to-person, face-to-face intensive.

[02:58]
TW:

What about the government information area – is that also under the Special Collections and
Archives unit?

JD:

It is. We actually have several curatorial areas. So, we have the Federal Depository Library
program – so, we have one Government Information Librarian, and she supervises one staff
member and four students. So, that is with Special Collections – it’s not within the Special
Collections Reading Room. Although that collection is quite extensive in physical scope, it has a
lot of electronic material associated.
And then there are other curators too. So, we have a librarian who liaises with the Art
Department, and she works with art and printing arts material in our Art Book Room. We also
have a Photo Curator; we have a Manuscripts Curator; we have a University Archivist; we have a
Folklore Curator; and then the Rare Books Curator – so, I served that role the same time I was
doing Unit Head. Then we also have a Preservation Lab – so, someone who works preserving
materials, and also helping us coordinate exhibition of our materials.

TW:

And before Covid, could you speak a little bit to the capacity and use of technology in the day-today work for Special Collections and Archives – either in curating the materials, and/or providing
access and reference services to the public.

JD:

Yeah; so, I would say prior to the pandemic – it’s not that the unit was anti-tech, but it definitely
still had a large component of more traditional access methods. So, for example, our University
Archivist still was using (basically) card catalogues to provide access to the collection. We have
access points to describe the material in a library catalogue, and in a finding aid system – so, we
have a library catalogue called Sierra, we have a finding aid system that’s a part of a larger
consortium called Archives West. And we use those things to provide access to what we have in
the collection.

[05:42]
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We have also digitized some of our collection; I mean, not most of it, because the collection is
just too big. So, we work with our Digital Initiatives Unit to provide some digital surrogates. So,
you know, some people might be able to locate something to serve their needs in our digital
collections; but still, it’s really going to be more about coming in to use the actual tangible item.
So, you know those systems that we use: the finding aid system, the catalogue, Content DM
(which is the system we use to represent digital surrogates) – we used all those things; but we
really were more focused on bringing people into our reading room.
Also, we primarily were doing reference – either on the phone, or maybe some via email, face-toface – we didn’t have other more modern operations like chat, or video conference, or anything
like that. And we hadn’t really developed a lot of learning objects, many guides to our collections
that were kind of thematic, as opposed to collection-based.
So, yeah – I would say it’s not that we were not technologically oriented, but we certainly hadn’t
maxed out in that direction.
TW:

Does that also go the same for instructional services that SCA provided to their constituents?

JD:

Definitely, because the instruction, you know, prior to the pandemic was, I would say, almost
100% face-to-face.
You know, I guess I should back up a little bit – when I was listing off my roles in the library, I
do have another role, which is the liaison to the History Department. And in that capacity, I had
helped some classes at our remote campuses, you know, coming in on an IVC, or creating a lib
guide for some of those classes; but it wasn’t based on Special Collections material, it was much
more a secondary literature, or some of the subscription databases we provided access to.

[08:15]
I can’t really think of a time I’d ever tried to do Special Collections instruction online or virtually;
I’m fairly certain that none of my other colleagues down there had ever done Special Collections
instruction piped out to the regional campus, or you know, for any kind of distance ed service,
prior to the pandemic.
TW:

I’m not sure if you have specific numbers, but before Covid outbreak and pandemic, do you kind
of know (roughly) what the numbers of reading room visitors were, and the number of
instructional sessions that SCA would have provided?

JD:

I do not have those numbers at my fingertips, but I could get them to you; and I’m sure we could
put –
You know what might be helpful is to provide access to our annual reports, because you could
compare an annual report for calendar 2020, to an annual report for calendar 2019. And then you
could see the difference pretty overtly; and the 2020 annual report definitely documents some of
the Covid differences.

TW:

Okay. So, if we move ahead to the fateful day of (or fatal day of)

JD:

[Chuckles]
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TW:

March the 13th, 2020, and the initial onset of the outbreak – how was SCA, and the library (in
your role as Unit Head) initially affected?

JD:

Well, as I recall – is the 13th the day the university shut down, is that right?

TW:

Yes.

JD:

I think it is. Yeah, because the school district had actually shut down the week prior. And so,
many of us who had kids were already kind of scrambling because, you know, we were kind of
like, “Oh my gosh, we’ve got childcare to hash out. Our kids are trying to learn online.” And the
fact that they had shut down the schools was pretty dramatic [laughs]. So, you know, here they
never shut down the schools: you could get 18 inches of snow and it’s not going to shut down.

[10:44]
So, they had shut down with like no future opening in sight; but yet, the university hadn’t quite
shut down yet. And so, people are just kind of wondering what’s going on, you know, staff were
talking about it. And people were starting to get nervous. Because, you know, here we are: we’re
having this conversation in March 2020 – at that time really nobody knew anything about what
this virus was, you know, what it could do to you, what it was going to look like, how pervasive it
was – like nobody knew those things, so everyone was pretty jittery.
So, some people had already kind of been saying, “Hey, I think I’m going to do a little bit of
work from home, if you don’t mind.” So, a couple of people were already doing that. And in my
mind, I was thinking because the school had shut down, and that seems so dramatic, I was
thinking, “Wow, I think they’re going to have to figure what’s going to go on here. Like, this isn’t
going to be a day or two.” [Laughs]
You know, “I’m worried that this could potentially be a longer-term thing.” I was already
thinking that from the get-go, you know? And I definitely wasn’t thinking, “Oh, a whole year.”
But I wasn’t thinking, “Oh, we’re going to close for a week and we’ll be back.” I was thinking,
“Huh, we’re going to need to be thinking and brainstorming some solutions.”
And at the same time, some staff (not all staff, but some staff) were already getting incredibly
jittery. So, you know, just trying to reassure those people – that was definitely taking up some of
my time too.
TW:

And as it turned out, the university did decide to move classes to a remote-only mode.

JD:

Um-hmm.

TW:

And actually, stopped offering classes for eight days, while they were making the transition.
What exactly did you, and your staff, and SCA do during that period of time?

[12:53]
JD:

Gosh, I’m not sure I exactly remember. I don’t think we started doing anything – we definitely
weren’t in planning mode then, because we just like literally didn’t know what was going to
happen.
But [laughs] I think a lot of people out there that might be listening to this interview might
imagine that if you’re a librarian, and you’re away from your collection that there’s no other work
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you could do. Like, if you’re not touching your books, what are you going to do? But actually,
there are so many little projects that, you know, just require that you’re sitting in front of a
computer.
So, there were certainly projects we could just kind of do some cleanup on. And I think at that
time, we were all just kind of working on smaller projects that – it was almost like a little break.
Like, “Oh, here focus on these things that you know you can work on, and you don’t need to be
with your collection.”
TW:

And so, I imagine there was a lot of coordination between you and the faculty and staff about
basically what their work project were going to be during that time, and check in and give you
progress reports (maybe) on a weekly basis?

JD:

Yeah; I’m trying to think – at that time how we were communicating? Because it was pretty
quickly that we understood we had access to the Zoom platform; it was really pretty quickly. And
so, I think we did start meeting on Zoom pretty quickly; but we didn’t have an institutional
subscription, so all of us were just kind of using these little free accounts – I think we could only
be on for 40 minutes at a time.
So, yeah – I was trying to maintain what’s called my one-on-one reporting meetings with
everybody, via Zoom. You know, I don’t know that we did that in week one; but as soon as we
understood, “Oh, they’re flipping all the classes to online,” then we definitely just started pivoting
to, “Okay, we’re going to be home; and we need to figure out a way that we can still
communicate actively.”

[15:19]
And we adopted Zoom pretty quickly, especially for a Special Collections unit. Now, there were
maybe one or two people that kind of struggled with it; and there was maybe one person who
really was pretty opposed to using Zoom at all. But in the main, I would say that almost everyone
rapidly adopted that technology.
TW:

Were there any staff or faculty that had technological issues, or connectivity issues that made it a
little bit more difficult for them to actually fully participate working online?

JD:

Yes, definitely. Because we have a couple of people that live out in rural Idaho, and rural Utah.
At least one of them like had never had internet at their house before. So, I’m trying to think
when – at some point, when the library started realizing everyone is going to be home, the library
actually arranged to pay for some people to get internet. So, for my unit that was one person; but I
do know that there were other people also in the library that had never had Wi-Fi at their house,
and so they had to have that enabled.
And that said, some of these people live in such a rural place that it’s not like they can get, you
know, high speed. So, they got Wi-Fi, but then it really wasn’t fast enough for it to be working
really well for, you know, library work requires a lot of meetings. So, you know, they couldn’t
necessarily have their camera on, or they would just break up all the time, or maybe just
sometimes the connection was really bad.

[17:24]
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TW:

Did the Library Information Technology unit work with different library units, and the faculty
and staff on checking out equipment, or furniture to facilitate a remote work mode?

JD:

Yes, and I’m trying to think at what point that happened; because initially, everyone was just kind
of using their own equipment. A lot of the faculty (librarians) have laptops (university-owned
laptops), so you know, for them – they had their laptop at home. Most of the staff didn’t have a
laptop, they just had their university equipment, and some of them were using home machines,
where the security maybe was problematic, or maybe they were just like really old, slow
machines, or maybe they had kids and their kids also needed to be doing online school. So, at
some point that spring, our Library Information Technology unit facilitated bringing machines
home.
I remember, I thought for the longest time like, I would be able to get by just with my little
MacBook. And when I realized, “Okay, we’re in this for a long time,” I actually brought home
my big iMac. And I remember coming up – I want to say it was like maybe – I want to say it was
late April when I did that. So, I got by with my little MacBook for a good, long while.
And so, the library must have facilitated that in maybe mid-April, because I know I did it later
than most; because at first, I just thought, “Oh, I can get by with a laptop.” And then I just
realized, “No, I’ve got too many spreadsheets and applications; and this is going to be a hassle
not to be on a big screen.”

[19:23]
And then they also – there are other things that, they’re not really technology things, but you
know, of course, here at the university, we’re very interested in making sure people’s work
stations are ergonomically appropriate. And so, we have very good chairs, and you know,
everything is measured out to make sure you’re not going to be putting stress on your body as
you’re doing your work. So, we actually have very nice chairs here. And so, several people
actually took home their chairs. And the Library Information Technology unit facilitated tracking
that.
And then there were probably other things that people were taking home too – I wouldn’t even
remember them all; but things like barcode readers, or a few people took home printers –
although other people (like myself, included) – I pretty much stopped printing, you know,
through the pandemic and since. Now, I just keep all my files digital. I used to print all the time,
but you know, I think the pandemic definitely caused us to change the way we handle our own
materials.
TW:

So, the university, as I mentioned earlier, went to remote-only instruction; and the library actually
closed all the floors, except the main floor –

JD:

Um-hmm.

TW:

Including the lower-level floor (where Special Collections was), and –

JD:

Yeah.

TW:

All the staff and faculty worked remotely. How did Special Collections and Archives, and
Government Information for that matter, handle and manage instruction to the faculty, staff, and
larger community-at large members?
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[21:17]
JD:

Well instruction – that first semester of the pandemic, you know, when all the faculty had to pivot
their classes – frankly, we were the last thing on faculty’s mind that semester. You know, they
were – most faculty had never done [laughing] online before, you know? So, they were just trying
to figure out how to get their classes online, let alone thinking about how to share screens with
other instructors, or anything like that.
So, really that first semester – and we didn’t really know what to make of it either. So, that first
semester, we really did not do any instruction; instruction was pretty much canceled. Also,
because you know, if we’re instructing people on using Special Collections materials, we kind of
would be expecting that they would come in and use those materials themselves; and we didn’t
have access to them, nor could we provide people access to them. So, first semester it pretty much
went away.
That said, [laughs] our instruction coordinator, Dan Davis, and I realized, “Oh my gosh, what
happens if we don’t go back next fall? We’ve got to figure something out,” because we don’t
want to break all these relationships we’ve built over the years. And we want people to have
access to materials, especially some of the students and faculty that really rely on having access
to the material as part of their pedagogical approach.
So, Dan – and I hope you’ll be able to talk to him – worked with our Learning Engagement unit,
to create some tutorials and some videos that we’d be able to use, to plug into campus modules,
for classes; and he created a suite of those. And same with Government Information – we created
a whole suite of things: how to find manuscript materials, how to find photo material, how to use
those online digital collections in Content DM. And then videos as well, to maybe show some of
the material.

[23:40]
And then in the fall, when we returned to mostly remote, but some in-person, we did adapt the
system so that we could provide very limited face-to-face instruction, through the Fall of 2020,
Spring of 2021. So, I want to say we had – and I know that my protocols will be attached to this
interview – but I want to say we had somebody from Risk Management come and take a look at
our instruction classroom. And we decided (as a group) that we really probably shouldn’t have
more than six or seven people in our instruction room at any one time.
So, we were able to have some very small classes, split some classes up; I know at one point I
brought in a class of – I want to say about 18 – but I did it in our huge Library 101, so that
everybody could be completely socially distanced, and they could look at the materials. But it
was definitely – there were lower instruction numbers, but we didn’t want to turn people away. If
people were committed to coming in for instruction, we were committed to trying to find a way to
do it: either virtually, or by dividing up the classes and making it a smaller experience.
TW:

So, how did SCA and Government Information manage the typical reference questions, now that
the reading room and the lower level of the library was closed during the second half of Spring
semester, and over the summer?

JD:

So, at first, we were just managing it through email and voicemail through, I want to say, about
the end of May. And then [laughs] – this is one of those situations where I kind of took advantage
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of a crisis. I had been wanting (for a long time) to have our curators implement a chat system,
because, you know, the general information desk on the first floor, the Information Librarians that
sit there, they maintain a chat system.
[26:05]
And I thought, “Well this could be a really good thing,” because frankly, we’re a little bit
different in Special Collections than the general library. We actually probably get about half our
patrons who are not USU community people; you know, they are researchers from other
institutions that are doing research on this area, or you know, scholars, or genealogists, or
whatever. And so, they’re just looking at our website; and so, you know, these days people want a
chat feature.
So, we worked with our Web Services Librarian to implement a chat feature on our website. And
that went live sometime in the summer. And we had all kinds of protocols for how that was going
to work. And we’ve still been doing that. Actually, I should probably go take a look at whether
those numbers are growing. You know, it’s like anything else: when you introduce a new service,
the traffic was light, but you know, even over the course of that year it was getting more and
more popular.
TW:

Okay, so the freshness or the newness of the pandemic (or the initial outbreak) in March of 2020
passes, and you get through the successfully, the Spring semester, and into the summer. What was
the mental health of the faculty and the staff in SCA like? And how did you, or did you work on
keeping in contact while you couldn’t meet face-to-face?

JD:

So, I would say stress was [chuckles] – well, it’s interesting: either people were pretty indifferent,
and they thought we were (perhaps) overreacting, or they were really, completely stressed out
about it.

[28:03]
So, you know, we tried to keep it light. We tried to, you know, remain in touch, we tried to take it
really seriously, as well though; you know, we didn’t want to make light of any of the concerns. I
want to say – I’m trying to think, because everyone will remember at first, we didn’t even know
we needed to wear masks. I think we had bought masks, and done all kinds of protocols for
cleaning, and all kinds of things by the beginning of June, you know, so in case we did encounter
each other it wouldn’t be too traumatizing.
So, [sighs] one thing that we did, though, to try to stay in touch – well two things, actually. So,
prior to the pandemic, we would only have a staff meeting every other week – so, it was twice a
month. Well since we weren’t really encountering each other on a daily basis, we implemented a
weekly staff meeting. So, we started meeting every Monday morning, just for a little check in. So,
Monday morning at nine, we all would get on a Zoom, and come together and have a meeting.
And for the first little bit, a lot of it was just Covid protocols: how do we want to do this? How do
we want to do that? You know?
And then at the end of the week, every Friday at four, we had a little thing called “Tails and
Tales,” which was basically a cocktail/mocktail hour. So, every Friday at four, we’d just all get
on the Zoom together, and we’d just kind of hang out. And I guess the first one was a little
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awkward, but pretty soon, you know, it was just like something we were doing. Movie reviews,
pandemic stories, talking about kids or family; and it was really good – it was a really, really
good thing. I think people really looked forward to it. Oh, people would bring their dogs [laughs].
[30:12]
And I think people really did enjoy it. In fact, sometimes we even talk about it now, “Oh, I wish
we had Tails and Tales.” So, I think that – I think that was really good for people’s mental health
(I think), and for keeping us connected.
TW:

So, during this period of the latter part of Spring semester and summer, how did you feel the
communication with the Library Dean’s office, with USU Central Administration, within the
units – how do you feel that all went?

JD:

I haven’t mentioned this other tool that the library really embraced during this time, which is
Slack. And a lot of us had been using Slack before the pandemic (not a lot, actually, I’ll say a
few) – a few of us had been using Slack prior to the pandemic. I feel like people who got on
board with using Slack – I feel like the communication among those people was actually quite
good.
And it really kind of facilitated a broader communication across the building, because all of a
sudden, you could just talk to anyone in the building. And there were some channels that were set
up, so there was like a Special Collections channel, there was a Liaison Librarian channel, there
was a DEIA channel. There were just, you know, lots of places that you could interact with
people.
So, I think that worked really, really well. And not that we’re totally through the pandemic, but
we definitely seem to be (I shouldn’t even say that, knocking on wood) [knocking sound] – we
seem to be on a downhill trajectory, and we really had to embrace that as a technology. And most
everybody is on it now. So, I think that was a win.

[32:20]
I know that my Associate Dean was very good at communicating with me weekly on Zoom, and
letting me know what was going on through the executive team. So, I am very grateful for that;
and then I was able to push that down. So, I mean the key was really – you know, there both
needed to be really good vertical communication, so that messaging could come down from
central admin, and there needed to be really good lateral communication, so you didn’t start
feeling disconnected from the organization. And I feel like within the library we did a really good
job of that.
TW:

So, early in the summer it was determined that the students were going to come back to campus
in the Fall semester of 2020 –

JD:

Um-hmm.

TW:

And the library had to prepare for reopening; I believe the Dean put together three committees: a
repopulating committee, something like handling materials committee, and a workplace, you
know, a staffing area, planning committee, as well as charging each one of the units and unit
heads to work on the repopulating, or (what I call) the operation plan.
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JD:

Um-hmm.

TW:

What were your experiences during that summer, when we were working towards –

JD:

[Laughs]

TW:

Getting back into the library?

JD:

Oh my gosh, I really can’t remember that. The main thing I remember was working on all the
repopulation for Special Collections, because we knew we were going to open again. And what
we had been doing, is we had been doing a lot of digitizing, you know? So, we were doing a lot
more digitization on demand, and we had removed the price for that.

[34:28]
So, unless it was – I forget, there was a cap – but unless it was an outrageous amount of
digitization, we were basically just digitizing for free, to get access to our collections out there.
But you know, gearing up for the fall, we knew we had to bring people in. And all I can
remember saying over, and over again when people would ask me questions, “I don’t know; I’m
not an epidemiologist. I don’t know; I am not a public health specialist.”
And there I was trying to come up with all of this stuff; and of course, this isn’t like a situation
where [laughs] you can go to a, you know, some kind of professional organization and you know,
buy a book on repopulating your library post-pandemic. I mean, there’s like – there was just
nothing; I felt like we were just inventing everything.
And you know, here we are at a university, people had a very high degree of anxiety about the
situation. Many universities across the country were not reopening, so there was a lot of pushback
to the idea that we were going to reopen at all. So, you know, my focus was just really on this
repopulation plan.
And my Government Information Librarian – she was a real rock star, helping me with all of that.
Also, our admin assistant – she was so helpful. And we just developed all kinds of protocols for –
in the past, you know, like many special collections, every bit of moving a collection piece
around required a piece of paper. At that time, we didn’t even know if we should be touching the
same piece of paper. I mean, I think at that time we were kind of starting to think, “Okay, it’s
probably not spread by touching things,” but we didn’t know.
So, we had to redevelop all kinds of protocols to track the movement of materials, and the
registration of patrons, and photo requests – all of these things had been done in paper previously
– into a new technological system with a software solution called Airtable. And so, we worked as
a group to develop all of these new ways of doing things, and they’re great.
[36:59]
We’re actually still using them now, they help us. I think they’re much better, more
environmental, more data-driven way of operating our reading room. Oh, but my gosh just getting
that change implemented, it was exhausting; it was totally exhausting.
So, this combination of massive technological shift, and the just kind of getting people on board
with that, making people feel safe, and feeling like, “Oh, holy cow – I am not an epidemiologist.”
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[Laughing] “I hope I am doing this right.” That summer was super stressful. It was super
stressful.
I remember our first patron that came in though. And I remember, because like I keep saying, we
just didn’t know; we did not know. And we were still wearing cloth masks then. And this patron
came up from Moab, and he was going to spend two full days in the reading room – like as soon
as the reading room opened. And I remember thinking that I was scared to be in the reading room
with him, and that I hoped everything was going to be okay, you know? So, I mean, it was a
stressful time; it was a super stressful time.
TW:

Did you put plexiglass in the reading room?

JD:

Yeah.

TW:

What other –

JD:

No, we did. We put plexiglass all around the library. No, it was a kind of a solution that was put
out there in the general kind of public spaces, you know? I remember seeing it go up in the
grocery store, you know, and a lot of it is still over our community. And so, yes – we put it up in
the reading room, they put it up at the circulation desk, they put it up at the information desks,
you know, the reference desk on the first floor, in government information. All kinds of service
points put up plexiglass.

[39:17]
And I’ve got to say that, you know, we were doing everything just on the off chance that it would
help keep people safe, you know? Like, “Yeah, let’s try what we can.” But we pulled that down
in Fall 2021, because now I think we actually saw some of the research showed that it caused
people to behave in less safe ways, because it would cause people to walk around – because the
plexiglass impeded sound – so, people would, you know, they’d walk around so they could be
standing closer together. So, that’s no good.
And it also kind of gave people the idea that, “Oh, I’m behind the plexiglass, I’m totally fine.”
And then they’d take off their mask [laughs], you know? So, the plexiglass – I think it was the
right thing to do, just because we didn’t know; but in retrospect, you know, it wasn’t actually
helpful I don’t think.
TW:

And in the reading room, in all your public service areas was PPE required? What kind of social
distancing –

JD:

PPE.

TW:

Protocols –

JD:

Um-hmm.

TW:

And cleaning protocols were put in place during that reopening?

JD:

So, every unit had cleaning protocols. Every, single unit had its own cleaning protocols about
cleaning surfaces after patrons, about cleaning high-touch areas. So, you know, I hope you’ll get
all of those protocols, because every unit came up with that. Our classroom spaces we had those;
and then the best practice, of course, was to keep people six feet apart.
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And I’m thinking last year (Fall 2020) and forward – we did require masks. So, you know, our
staff were all wearing masks. You know, I wasn’t really upstairs with the circulation staff, but I
know that as they tried to enforce that, it was really difficult with some members of the public.
There was some significant pushback to wearing the PPE. And it was just masks, you know?
[41:40]
The signage – we had some of our signage defaced or ripped down about masks. That was really
difficult, because some people were already really struggling to get themselves in, you know,
when they thought they needed to be in the building; and then to confront people that weren’t
wearing masks – that was really hard for them.
TW:

Was your operation plan for Special Collections – what was the basic rule for repopulating your
work spaces, and the staff spaces?

JD:

Oh – okay.

TW:

And how were the student workers managed?

JD:

So, we – you know, once again: we were just doing whatever we could to try to keep each other
safe, and we didn’t know what was going to work. I believe we rearranged all our desks, so that
the student assistant that worked with a curator was not located immediately adjacent to that
curator, so that there would be some distance there.
Now as it turned out, students will work when students will work. I think our idea was, initially,
“Oh, Jennifer is in on Monday, so her student will be in on Monday.” But you know, that’s just
not the way it ended panning out. And in the end, it was probably fine, because all the curators
are in an enclosed cubicle.
But we did devise a schedule to depopulate the reading room. So, during the Fall 2020, there were
some staff in the library who didn’t really come back in the building for the entire year of 2020.
But in Special Collections, we actually – as much as I said at the beginning of this interview that
you don’t always have to be with your collection – well yeah, you do have to be with your
collection; you can’t spend a whole year [laugh] not working with your collection.
So, we needed to find a way to make sure that all the curators could have some time in the
building with their collections, both to provide reference and instruction from them, and also just
to curate them and to process material. So, we divided up a schedule so that there were really
never more than, you know, a handful of us in the reading room at any one time, including
students. So, yeah.

[44:13]
TW:

Did you consolidate the Art Book Room that reference, a point of reference?

JD:

Yes. Yes, we did. I think Government Information, though, can maintain their own service point,
but the Art Book Room, we just put a sign on the door and said, “Come to the reading room.”
And we’ve kept it that way also, since the pandemic, you know – in this second year of it. We
now page those materials. So, you know, that was another good solution, so that we don’t have to
man two service points (or three service points); at this point, we’re just manning two.
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TW:

And in that first full academic year (the academic year 2020-2021), how was the mental health of
the faculty, and the staff, and the student workers after the repopulation?

JD:

Oh, man. So, [laughs] the students – I mean, our students were awesome. They were good about
wearing masks, they were thoughtful, they were careful to maintain their distance, they were
good about maintaining their shifts. Our students were rock stars. That said, I think they were a
little less concerned about it than the full-time staff and faculty. But none the less, they
understood people’s anxiety, there was no pushback; they were great (the students were).
I would say as the pandemic wore on, and you know, after you just saw those huge numbers of
deaths in New York – I think that’s kind of what prompted people to, you know, right at the
beginning people started to freak out. The numbers here, in Utah, didn’t really skyrocket until the
next fall.
And then once the numbers started going up in that time period after Halloween – there was a
huge Halloween party here (had a haunted house) – and you know, that’s really, I think, what
triggered the spike in cases here, at Utah State. And after that they just really didn’t go down until
February.

[46:35]
And I think that was just the darkest time: between that Halloween and March. Of course, it’s
through the depths of winter, so the cases were just going up, and up, and up; there didn’t seem to
be an end in sight. People were super stressed out then. And there were just kind of these ongoing
comments about, “Why do we have to be here?” You know, “Other universities are shut down in
other states. We shouldn’t be here; it’s not safe.” And so, yeah – I think it was very, very
stressful; not just in the library, but across the campus.
You know, librarians – they’re information professionals, so you know, they’re going to pursue
all kinds of information. And happily, they are generally pursuing quality information – they’re
not looking at conspiratorial, or you know, other things like that. But you know, this situation was
bad enough that you didn’t need to be looking at conspiracy theories to be frightened about what
was going on.
I think that it really started to turn once it got to be, you know, I’d say around once the vaccine
came, and once people started to be able to be vaccinated, and then the numbers started going
down, I would say it started to improve.
TW:

So, in the late spring of 2021, you were named the Interim Dean of the library. What kind of
conversations did you have with the retiring Dean, Brad Cole, about the Covid pandemic and the
operation of the library moving forward?

JD:

Well you know, I’m trying to think when we knew this. But I already knew I was going to be the
Interim Dean when I knew that the university was going to reopen in the Fall. It’s not [laughs] – I
mean, basically what we understood is, “Okay, we’re going to repopulate.” So, we were really
looking at, “Well, we’re going to repopulate.” Not that we’re going to come back and be just like
we were, but that we have to get people back in the building. And I think that those were some of
the conversations that Brad and I had.

[49:23]
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And I remember he – I was very grateful to him: I believe he’s the one that basically notified
everybody that we were going to have to repopulate. So, I didn’t have to carry that load. You
know, it wasn’t like all of the sudden Jennifer is Interim Dean, and now she’s the one saying,
“Get yourselves back to work.” He helped me message that early on, so it wouldn’t be like the
first thing I was doing was getting some people (many of whom were still very anxious, and
many of whom still are very anxious) back into the building. So, he really helped me with the
messaging there, and I really appreciate that.
The signage – I think we had some conversation about what kind of signage we were going to
maintain. And those are the two main things I remember talking to Brad about: how are we going
to get people back in? And how are we going to message, you know, with the signage –
specifically, let’s say, related to the masking? Because the masking has remained fairly
controversial [laughs]. Even last week we had people defacing our, you know, our mask signage.
TW:

How do you feel that, in your time as the Interim Dean, the communication has been with central
administration and the library, as far as Covid protocols, and any other programming and
adjustments that have had to be made in this academic year?

JD:

So, I had never attended these meetings called Stabilization meetings, before I was Interim Dean.
I think those meetings were great, and I think – well, you know, my Associate Dean was letting
me know (from our Dean) what happened at the Stabilization meetings. I’ve got to say: I wish
everyone could have attended those Stabilization meetings. Because I think if you attended the
Stabilization meetings, you really did understand that people were doing their homework.

[51:36]
So, you know, as the Interim Dean, I’ve always tried to convey both the unsettling news and the
positive news from the Stabilization, and just try to convey that as much as possible. So, I think
that Stabilization Committee – I wish it met every week, even now; because I just think it would
help people really, if they could attend that meeting they could understand that the university is
watching metrics, and that they are, you know, looking for spikes, and they are taking things
seriously.
A lot of the messaging since I’ve been Interim Dean, other than kind of case numbers, and how
they’re managing vaccines, and how they’re managing testing center – those things all apply, and
case counts – all of that applies to me. But a lot of the other messaging has been about
classrooms, and this dashboard that they developed to track if they needed to do contact tracing
for a specific class. And that messaging – it could just be because it doesn’t apply to me, so I
can’t really see those dashboards. I feel like that has introduced a little bit more confusion.
Also, because the case containment and the tracking really is geared toward classroom – it’s not
necessarily geared toward work place.
TW:

So, you mentioned a lot of things as Special Collections and Archives unit had, that had to change
in response to, or because of the impact of Covid. Of all those changes – what do you think are
the changes that will become permanent, moving forward? In a post-Covid world, let’s say?

JD:

Well gosh, I really hope that the tracking of materials electronically, and not on slips of paper just
moving from people’s desk to people’s desk – I very, very much hope that the electronic tracking
of material will stick.
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You know, we’ve been doing a multi-year barcoding process downstairs, so that we can track
materials by their barcode. I think that could be incorporated into this existing system that we’ve
got to move materials from place to place, and tie them back to people. I think that would be
great.
[54:36]
It’s just so much easier – slips of paper are really difficult, messy and environmentally unfriendly.
And you know, they just require so much extra work. So, that.
The learning objects – I hope that sticks; meaning – I’ll give you an example from my own
collection. I developed a whole guide about early printed books in the age of Shakespeare that
can just kind of stand alone, on its own. So, that if a student wants to look at that without having a
Special Collections class, or without contacting me – now they have a web guide for that. So, I
hope that we do more of those, because I think they serve both a curricular function, but they also
serve a promotional function. So, I hope there’s more of that.
I hope that chat sticks, because I just think it’s a good way to do outreach. I think today’s students
don’t want to pick up the phone [laughs]. They don’t want to pick up the phone, and they don’t
really check their email; so, I really think they kind of expect to be able to interact with a chat
widget. So, I hope that sticks.
I think those are the main things. Also, I guess I will say this – I hope that the Slack sticks,
because I think it helps people throughout the entire lower level of Special Collections. So, I
don’t know if the listener of this could ascertain, but we do have one work room where most of
the curators are; then we have a separate work space where the Government Information team is,
and we have the Art Book room.
But the Slack channel allows all of those people to communicate with each other. And prior to
that, you could go days without seeing your colleagues in the other units. So, I think it definitely
makes everybody feel more integrated.
[56:48]
TW:

So, and this could be both on a professional, as well as a personal level – but what do you think
are the biggest lessons learned that you would take away from the Covid experience and the
pandemic?

JD:

[Laughs] Well, let’s see. I have tried – and I’m sure you’ll hear this from a lot of people, and it’s
every news story you’re going to read about, about the pandemic – I have definitely tried to get
some better work-life balance. I have struggled my entire professional life kind of with time
management.
And I think that during the pandemic I got really a lot tighter with using my time well – I think
because the university was trusting me to be at home, and I didn’t want to let them down. I didn’t
want to feel like, “Oh, Jennifer’s at home, she’s probably walking her dog [laughs]. She’s
probably baking cookies.” Like no, you know – obviously there was no way to really monitor
that, but in my own head I was like, “Okay, I need to be focused on my work, and I need to be
getting things done, productively, for my job.”
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And so, I would try to – you know, I was definitely like managing my own time a lot better
during the day. And then at night I would just be like – because in the past I would literally
manage my time from eight in the morning until about 11 at night, and I could just kind of thread
my work all day.
And I’ve really learned, “Hey, it’s five o’clock (or six o’clock), I’m going to go home.” And I
might check my email once to make sure there’s no disaster, but I don’t pull late-night work
anymore. Well, not never; but you know, it used to just be a very regular thing that I just threaded
my day until about 11 o’clock at night. And I’ve really let that go. So, I think that’s really good.
[59:01]
And I’ve tried to encourage other people to get some work-life balance there, because I think the
flipside of that is it is so easy when you’re working from home to not disconnect. So, I know
some people did the exact opposite. I know some people just went home and they turned on that,
“Okay, I’m now at work, because I’m always in my office, and I’m now working from eight until
11.”
I guess I’m just grateful that, you know, that during the pandemic I finally, at the age of 52, was
able to get some better work-life balance [laughs].
TW:

Okay, final question – is there anything else that you would like to add about your, or
SCA/Library’s experience with the pandemic?

JD:

Well I guess I would just say, you know, what a horrible thing that we all went through. And like
I say, to some extent, are still trying to emerge from. My colleagues were great. [Laughs] And I
probably shouldn’t say this from the Dean’s office, but really, there’s just no bunch of people I
would rather have gone through that with than the bunch I was with downstairs; they were great.
Everybody was, you know, trying to be supportive through their stress. Some of them are so
funny and amusing, and that Tails and Tales was just so uplifting every week. You know, it was a
good groups of people. And I know, from talking to my colleagues throughout the building, that
everybody feels that (or most people, many people feel that) way.
So, I you know, I feel like the library was a really great, supportive place to have to go through
this with. So, yeah.

TW:

Well, Ms. Duncan, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon, discussing your
experiences during the Covid pandemic at USU.

[End recording – 1:01:09]
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